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sustainability 

WORDS Verity Campbell

PHOTOGRAPHY Nick Stephenson

Sustainable design is on show and hidden in 
the detail of this urban Melbourne home. 

Style &

AN ANGULAR TIMBER FACADE AND A 
Japanese-inspired Zen garden greet visitors 
as they arrive at the zigzagging fence of 
this new bayside Melbourne home. But 
the home’s delights and environmentally 
sustainable design details are revealed as 
you move inside. 
 The entry funnels through a hallway, 
lined on one side with enviable floor-
to-ceiling storage and a guest bedroom, 
bathroom and roomy laundry with a 
suspended drying rack. Finally the hallway 
opens onto an open-plan kitchen, living and 

dining room, expanding to the full width 
of the home. Solitary pendant lights hang 
over a timber-clad kitchen island bench. 
A grass-green rug and comfy low lounge 
soften the polished concrete slab. A stairway 
with feature masonry links this level with 
upstairs. Picture windows and sliding doors 
frame the garden.
 At every glance this home accomplishes 
owners Tim and Edwina’s goal of combining 
style and sustainability. But it wasn’t always 
so.  
a 

v

Tim and Edwina’s rebuild delights passers by with 
its angular timber facade, and its occupants with 
its 8.2 Star House Energy Rating.
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Tropical 
immersion 

WORDS Emma Scragg

PHOTOGRAPHY Jacinta Spry

In the steamy tropics of Queensland, a couple 
find relief from the heat and nearby suburbia in a 
rainforest tree house.
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TROPICAL NORTH QUEENSLANDHOUSE PROFILE

l

Mandy and Laurence 
collected vast supplies of 
old telephone poles and 
cross arms and durable 
hardwood to be reused in 
their home, such as for the 
entrance stairs. Old timber 
windows were sanded back 
and finished to contrast 
with the zincalume.

volumes of water, especially in areas where 
there are tall trees. Tony designed the roof 
with this in mind. Generous overhangs 
mean the rain cascades unimpeded off both 
ends of the house, dispersed by vegetation 
below and captured by the outdoor spa. 
 Welded galvanised steel framing was 
chosen to speed up erection of the structure 
and roof and provide a work area protected 
from rain and the intense sun. It also 
suited the steep slope, was a logical choice 
for voracious termites and essential for 
cyclone-proofing the home. 
 Cyclones are a real and regular threat 
in Cairns. In addition to the steel framing, 
bedrooms are braced with ply to provide a 
retreat in wild weather, while the concrete 
block bathroom creates a bunker for the 
most severe cyclones. With its suspended 
concrete ceiling under a metal roof, the 
bathroom is designed to withstand high 
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To echo the 
old shack 
A 1930s settlers shack lost in the devastating 
2006 Grampians bushfires is reborn as an eco 
getaway, losing none of its character and gaining 
loads of charm.

j

The 300mm-thick rammed earth walls are made from orange road gravel sourced less 
than 30 kilometres away, which provide excellent thermal mass to help warm the home.
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WORDS Emily Braham

PHOTOGRAPHY Liam Byrne 

ADVENTURE SEEKERS AND CITY FOLK   
have long sought escape in the Grampians’ 
rugged sandstone and forested mountain 
vistas. But the close proximity to nature has 
come at a cost for the region in Victoria’s 
south-west. It was a particularly devastating 
fire which claimed the ‘tin shack’ on Janet 
Stephens’ property in Moyston in its 
rampant destruction of 130,000 hectares of 
the national park.
 The loss of the shack, which sat at the 
eastern base of the region’s highest peak, 
Mt William, was visceral for Janet who had 
grown “incredibly emotionally attached” 
over the 30 years she had owned it. The 
family agreed any rise from the ashes would 
pay tribute to the majestic setting, taking 
cues from its gentle palette and minimising 
the environmental and visual impact. The 
roofline was “to echo the old shack with two 
skillion roofs going out each side”, and the 
breathtaking view of the 90 acre bushland 
property, bordered on three sides by the 
national park, was to be captured from the 
master bedroom window.
 The build was a family affair. The 
designer and builder also happened to 
be Janet’s son, Jerrard, who understood 
what the property meant and shared her 
conscientious approach. Janet’s brother 
David, her partner Patrick and other family 
members were all called on for advice and 
help at various stages. The non-combustible 

300 millimetre-thick rammed earth walls 
that give the cottage its character originate 
just 30 kilometres from the site, “as local 
as possible but also the right colour”. 
Further bushfire resilient measures include 
the spark-proof blanket insulation in the 
roof; the fire-retardant window sills, set 
at least one metre off the ground; and 
planned metal shutters for the western side, 
which will also shield the house from hot 
afternoon sun.
 Central to their combined efforts 
was a commitment to a small footprint, 
to limiting the use of energy and waste 
throughout the process and the reliance on 
basic passive design principles, including 
thermal mass, wide eaves and orientation 
for solar access. The cottage is off-grid, 
relying on solar power for electricity, and a 
combustion stove for hot water and heating, 
fuelled by a ready supply of dead wood on 
the grounds, with plenty left for wildlife.
 These measures, combined with 
generous roof insulation, have made for 
a comfortable dwelling throughout the 
seasons. “It’s only been on the hottest 
days when we’ve felt the heat, and this is 
probably more to do with the afternoon 
sun on the western side — it naturally stays 
very cool,” Jerrard says. “Thermal mass 
doesn’t work as well as having insulation 
that’s for sure, but it does have its own set of 
properties.” a
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Un- 
earthed  

WORDS Rachael Bernstone

PHOTOGRAPHY Claudia Gabriel Lim

Collaboration and experimentation helped Gavin 
Scott create a contemporary home of his own, 
using natural materials and traditional techniques 
to mirror its lush surrounds.

AFTER TRAVELLING AROUND  
Australia and internationally to hone his 
craft, designer and builder Gavin Scott 
chose to settle at Pacific Palms on the New 
South Wales coast. It’s a special place. A 
series of pristine beaches are backed by 
inland lakes and the narrow ribbon of land 
between them is dotted with pockets of 
unspoilt rainforest.
 Drawing on his experience of 
sustainable design and building over the 
past 27 years, nature’s sculptural forms were 
the inspiration for Gavin’s own house. “I 
chose Elizabeth Beach because of my love 
of the water and local environment, and 
hoped to pay homage to that,” he says. The 
resulting curvaceous form seeks to reflect 
the landscape and the movement of a 
swimming fish.
 Initially conceived as a bachelor pad, 
the scope of the house changed when Gavin 
met his partner and then with the news 

their first child was on the way. However, 
with size a key tenet of his approach to 
sustainability, Gavin was determined to 
keep it modest. “The house was initially 
designed as a two-bedroom house, as that 
was most appropriate for my budget and 
lifestyle at that time,” Gavin recalls. “Later, 
I realised that it would be hard to alter or 
add to – one of the disadvantages of an 
organic shape on a steep parcel of land – so I 
decided to modify the design before getting 
too far into the build.”
 With time to revisit the plans, Gavin 
called on the help of friend and local 
architect Ian Sercombe to draw up the 
architectural plans and to help nut out some 
niggling issues. “We worked through the 
design together and having a second set 
of eyes allowed us to come up with a more 
resolved solution to what is a fairly complex 
concept.”
a
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Down by  
the billabong

WORDS Anna Cumming

PHOTOGRAPHY Julian Rutt

ON A LEAFY STREET IN INNER- SUBURBAN 
Adelaide, just a block from Saint Peters Billabong 
on the River Torrens, a pair of undeniably different 
facades sit comfortably among the sandstone 
Federation villas and stucco-rendered bungalows. 
Designed by sustainable architect Julian Rutt 
for his family and for his brother-in-law, the 
Billabong Houses are compact and minimalist 
high performers. “I wanted to test out multiple 
sustainable design theories while I had the chance 
to be both client and architect,” explains Julian. 
He set out to make the homes largely self-sufficient 
for water and energy, while careful passive thermal 
design ensures they’re comfortable to live in 

with minimal active heating and cooling, even in 
Adelaide’s summer heatwaves. 
 In order to minimise building materials 
required and maintain good-sized outdoor areas 
despite the subdivided block and increased density, 
efficient space planning was key. “That meant small 
bedrooms and no doubling-up of living spaces,” says 
Julian. Downstairs in his home, two very compact 
kids’ bedrooms, a laundry and a bathroom cluster 
to the south. The rest of the ground floor is given 
over to a kitchen and single living area, with large 
windows overlooking the garden and sliding doors 
giving access to a shady deck.
a

Careful space planning and a host of integrated 
sustainable design features make this pair of 
understated Adelaide homes a quiet example of 
increased urban density done well.
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10 Star 
Challenge

WORDS Sarah Robertson

It’s not easy to design a 10 Star home, 
but some have taken on the challenge 
offered by the Building Designers 
Association of Victoria.
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THE 10 STAR CHALLENGE OFFERS A  
tantalising glimpse into a low-energy, low-
emission and low-cost future for residential 
living. Requiring no heating or cooling, 
10 Star homes are one way to design 
comfortable living with less environmental 
impact. And when done well, a 10 Star 
design is an admirable achievement on 
the part of the building designers and/or 
architects – and let’s not forget the energy 
raters – involved. 

 The winning design of the 2014 
Building Designers Association of Victoria 
(BDAV) 10 Star Challenge is just that. The 
judging panel, on which I represented this 
magazine and the ATA, said that the Double 
Century House’ designed for the Melbourne 
climate by Ande Bunbury Architects is “the 
complete package, combining an innovative 

material palette, an interesting design and 
a sustainable approach into a seamless 
whole. Spaces are interesting, liveable and 
functional, and the design lends itself to 
adaptability over the building’s lifetime.”
 For me, the design is also an innovative 
example of the compact, environmentally 
and socially conscious, but no less liveable 
homes we need to build as we hurtle 
towards record population growth and 
a changed climate. This is reflected not 
only in many of the finalists’ and winning 
designs of the 10 Star Challenge since its 
inception in 2011, but across the BDAV’s 
awards more generally. In the last few years, 
Maxa Design [see Sanctuary 28 and 20 for 
their work], Melbourne Design Studios, 
Beaumont Concepts, Lifehouse Design, 
Ecotecture Design Group and EME Design, 
to name just a few designers committed to 
sustainable design, have been recognised 
for their excellence and innovation in the 
award’s main residential categories.
 It’s not an easy task to take a home from 
8 or 9 to 10 Stars, particularly in cooler 
climates, while maintaining the integrity, 
functionality and excellence of the design. 
“It didn’t take us very long to design the 
house as we use passive solar principles in 
everything we do,” reflects Ande Bunbury 
on her team’s winning design. “What really 

10 STAR CHALLENGESPECIAL

“I’d taken the slot window out for budget reasons, but after 
construction started, I asked Simon if it could be reinstated,” 
Vicki says. “It’s one of the few things I changed and I’m so 
glad I did. It’s beautiful to wake up in the morning and see 
the trees and sky.” 
 
- Robyn Gibson, Lifehouse Design

j

Design elements such as a 
reflective pond and indoor 
garden on the home’s 
southern boundary and 
universal design 
considerations took 
occupant comfort to 
another level. 
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As we face longer and hotter summers and more 
unpredictable weather patterns, what can we learn from 
Australia’s original custodians about creating places that 
respond to and take advantage of our natural systems?

Indigenous 
architecture 

WORDS Emily Braham

THE LINES OF THE CUT ARE DEEP  
and unmistakeable. The smooth oval 
imprint could almost be mistaken for 
a door. But the characteristic hollow 
of scarred trees, seen on the trunk of a 
dwindling number of native giants, is a 
living reminder of a time when Australia’s 
landscape was expertly managed by 
its original custodians. According to 
Indigenous architecture graduate Rueben 
Berg, the scarred tree is a classic example 
of Aboriginal people’s relationship to the 
natural world and inherent understanding 
of environmental sustainability.
 “Aboriginal people have been here for 

up to 80,000 years and the climate has 
changed so much in that time – adapting to 
that is what Aboriginal culture has had to 
do,” says Rueben. “So it’s important to take 
on those ideas of having to adapt to new 
things and the idea of making the most of 
the resources that you have.”
 Rueben and fellow Indigenous 
architect Jefa Greenaway’s frustration 
with how rarely contemporary Australian 
architectural practice leant on this ancient 
knowledge led to them establishing 
Indigenous Architecture and Design 
Victoria (IADV) in 2010 (see p 68 for more 
on Jefa’s work). a
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Save water and eat well by 
cultivating native plant foods 
in your garden.

WORDS Jacinta Cleary

INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS HAVE LONG 
known the benefits of native plant foods, 
having eaten them for around 60,000 years, 
and it’s believed that settlers who ate bush 
foods fared better in the harsh climate than 
those who considered them inferior. 
 Native plants are perfect for any 
sustainable food garden because they 
are adapted to our soil and climate. The 
Sustainable Table, a non-profit organisation 
that promotes environmental food choices, 
says bush foods don’t need as much 
attention as introduced species and are able 
to survive through the tough variables of 
the Australian climate.  
 Planting natives at home protects 
them from extinction, and they don’t 
need chemicals, which reduces run off to 

waterways. They are also wildlife-friendly, 
nutritious, and while somewhat smaller 
than other plant foods because they contain 
less water, they are packed with goodness 
and flavour. Given their benefits, how can 
we introduce natives to our food gardens at 
home? 
 “There is huge potential for all of us to 
grow our own bush foods,” says native plant 
expert Neville Bonney. “There is enough 
variety to suit all soil types and many of 
them can be grown successfully in pots.” As 
with all plants, what you can grow depends 
on your local climate – see Neville’s list 
of native plants suited to each capital city 
alongside this article.
 Herbs such as native bush mint, lemon 
myrtle, native ginger and the very popular  

Native food   
     

l

The quandong is Australia’s wild native 
peach. Image Neville Bonney

backyard
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